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John Henry Newman on University: 
Actuality of a 160 Year Old Discourse
Abstract
Newman’s famous treatise on university written during the spring in 1852 was originally 
a set of lectures dedicated to the founding plan of a new Catholic University in Dublin. 
While he was having a hard time because of judicial accusation in the so­called Achilli 
case, Newman defended with his treatise two major ideas of integral university education 
necessary for whichever autonomous incipient of scientific knowledge as well as its devel­
opment. My intention here is to investigate these two aspects. As first, it is the knowledge 
as its own end in its relation to learning, and second, his defence of the position of theology 
(and religion) among other disciplines within the university’s curricula. They belong as key 
footnotes to a much more important question regarding the autonomy of university educa­
tion and the collegial character of knowledge. Newman’s original discourse is an episode 
of his total dedication to the collegiality of educational process. Because the university is a 
civilizational achievement and not a question of political or of some other hierarchies, the 
reflection on education might (or should) be the turning point of the change of university’s 
institutional life. The question is not of how many subjects must be included in the curricula 
for education to be universal, but what the relation among them is. With some other accen­

























tured	 liberal	knowledge.	Liberal	knowledge	 is	 structured	 so	 that	 it	 enables	































of	 time”,	 such	as	a	 responsive	university,	 an	 initiator	of	 social	change,	 the	
























ties	until	 today.	Since	 then	 two	main	models	of	a	university	prevailed:	 the	
just	mentioned	Humboldtian	model	(highly	empirical	scientific	work	with	the	
highest level of autonomy and academic freedom) and the Oxfordian model 


















man’s	 preoccupation	 and	 in	 some	way	 obsession	with	 improving	 the	 con-










unfounded  expectations  of  catholic  authorities  to  take  position  against  his 
former	community	as	well.	This	dilemma	culminated	in	1851	when	Newman	
accepted  the  invitation from Archbishop Cullen from Dublin  in connection 
with	establishing	a	new	Catholic	University	in	Ireland.	Newman	had	agreed	
with	him	to	be	appointed	Rector	of	the	new	university	and	to	help	with	its	







































and	 servile,	 the	 Idea  represented  intellectually and artistically not only  the 





























































published	 as	 a	 book	 in	 1859.	The	Catholic	University	 of	 Ireland	 survived	
until	 1882,	when	 it	was	merged	with	 the	new	Royal	University	 of	 Ireland	
(McGrath,	1951:	493).
Knowledge as its own end
Unfortunately,	Newman’s	Idea is all that remains of the unfulfilled project. 


























































duly	 to	 present	 itself	 to	 our	 contemplation”	 (Idea,	 101).	 Newman	 points	
out	his	understanding	of	knowledge	as	not	inferior	to	professional	or	useful	

























ment – requires  that  the university  is a place of education and not of mere 




























the Oxbridge model (Robbins Report,	1963),	the	so-called	unitary (Bologna) 

















sensations	affect	 the	 study	of	 this	monumental	work.	 In	 the	 last	discourse,	
Newman	wrote:
“I	declared	my	intention,	when	I	opened	the	subject,	of	treating	it	as	a	philosophical	and	practi-

































































over,	 they	became	universities	 because	of	 this	 fact,	 namely	 that	 they	were	
teaching	 theology.	The	oldest	“university”,	 the	so-called	Pandidakterion  in 
Constantinople,	established	in	the	5th	century,	included	31	chairs,	but	not	the-






the	 political	 principle	 –	 its	 threefold	 organizational	 principle:	 separation,	






















ences.	The	 question	was	 posed	 in	 front	 of	 an	 English	 (secular)	 university	
where	the	religion	in	that	time	was	already	treated	as	a	private	thing	so	that	





















ferent:	 the	 faith	 –	 that	 is	 the	 religious	 act	 in	which	 the	 so-called	 religious	
























































got  the  green  light  for  publishing  only  in  1873.  Several  passages  in  other 
discourses	were	“suspect”	because	of	misunderstanding	what	Newman	was	
speaking	about	and	what	was	(should	be)	university	education.	The Idea of 
a university defined and illustrated	was	otherwise	published	the	first	time	in	
1854,	but	officially	only	 in	1873.	The	fact	 that	 the	Idea	was	recognized	as	
a	masterpiece	of	the	English	literary	style,	if	we	consider	the	whole	field	of	
events,	was	a	poor	consolation.








tion  and  the need of  a  complete  and autonomous university. The  so-called 
mixed	education	was	for	him	a	bad	compromise	which	took	from	education	
more	than	it	gave	to	it.	If	knowledge	were	not	pursued	for its own sake,	as	

































with	 utilitarian	 ends	 that	 are	 attained	 through	 activity,	 however,	 are	 called	







profession.	 Liberal	 knowledge	 is	 something	we	 can	 name	with	 social	 role	























rocal	bearing.	 Ignoring	 this	 relation	might	signify	 that	we	are	content	with	
unreflective	science	which	is	–	while	it	is	searching	for	only	useful	knowl-



















































own	 self	 demarcation	 frame,	 basic	 operations,	 lead-distinctions	 and	binary	
codes,	 programs,	 tasks,	 social	 function	 and	 self-description	 (Schumacher,	






























representatives	 of	 Irish	 lay	 society.	His	 aim	was	 to	 establish	 the	 platform,	
not	so	much	for	Irish	Catholic	University,	but	for	open	discussion	about	the	
autonomy	of	education	about	‘embodied	cognition’.	Such	an	attitude	toward	
education	and	knowledge	might	also	 foster	 structures	which	could	also	 fa-
cilitate	an	elaboration	of	normative	frames.	Today	we	are	found	in	a	situation	
with	too	many	rules	which	instead	of	helping	hinder	active	participation	and	
democratization  in  the sphere of education. Already mere  theoretical ques-
tions	on	what	 is	 recognized	 as	 knowledge	 in	 a	 situation	where	knowledge	
is	very	fragmented	and	specialized	show	that	it	is	quite	impossible	to	reflect	
upon	a	university	which	is	founded	on	some	general	idea	of	universal	knowl-
edge.	Many	modern	universities,	 as	 those	 in	Slovenia,	 also	have	problems	
not	only	with	its	own	understanding	of	universality	of	everything	which	con-
stitutes	knowledge	but	also	with	university	community	which	might	be	the	




The	 so-called	 social	 commitment	 of	 knowledge	 which	 universities	 had	 to	
promote so that students might breathe the atmosphere of thought (Idea,	Dis-
course	5)	was	Newman’s	elementary	idea	about	what	might	be	all	sciences	



























get  certain  information  and  techniques  and meet  certain  concrete demands 



















for	 it	 by	 ability	 and	attainment	 from	 the	 secondary	 school	–	 as	well	 as	 an	













changed  rapidly  at  the  end of  nineties  after  the  so-called Bologna Process 
(from	1997	onwards).
Let	us	end	with	 two	 remarks:	 first,	with	 the	awakening	of	Newman’s	 idea	
of liberal education in some European philosophical circles in the midst of 








time.	In	Pieper’s	view,	 these	changes	are	 touching	the	code	of	 the	Western	













comparison	with	 an	 understanding	 of	 children’s	 play”.	Different	 academic	
rankings do not change the essentials.
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John Henry Newman o sveučilištu: 
aktualnost diskursa starog 160 godina
Sažetak
Newmanova poznata rasprava o sveučilištu, napisana tijekom ljeta 1852., izvorno je bila zbir­
ka predavanja posvećenih osnivačkome planu novog katoličkog sveučilišta u Dublinu. Iako je 
imao velikih poteškoća zbog sudskih tužbi u tzv. slučaju Achilli, Newman je svojom raspravom 
branio dvije glavne ideje integralnog sveučilišnog obrazovanja nužne za bilo koje autonomno 
zasnivanje i razvoj znanstvenoga znanja. Moja je namjera u ovome članku izložiti ova dva 
aspekta. Kao prvo, tu je znanje kao samosvrha u odnosu s učenjem, i kao drugo, njegova obrana 
mjesta teologije (i religije) među drugim disciplinama u sklopu sveučilišnih kurikula. Ove dvije 
ideje su ključne bilješke za mnogo važnije pitanje autonomije sveučilišnog obrazovanja i kole­
gijalnog karaktera znanja. Newmanov originalni diskurs je jedna od epizoda njegove potpune 
posvećenosti kolegijalnosti obrazovnog procesa. Budući da je sveučilište civilizacijski doseg, a 
ne pitanje političkih ili drugih hijerarhija, promišljanje obrazovanja bi mogla (ili trebala) biti 
prekretnica promjene sveučilišnog institucionalnog života. Pravo pitanje nije koliko predmeta 
treba biti uključeno u kurikule kako bi obrazovanje bilo univerzalno, nego koja je veza između 






John Henry Newman zur Universität: 
Aktualität des 160 Jahre alten Diskurses
Zusammenfassung
Newmans namhafte Abhandlung über die Universität, niedergeschrieben im Frühling 1852, war 
ursprünglich eine Sammlung der Vorträge, die einem Gründungsplan für die neue Katholische 
Universität in Dublin geweiht war. Während er infolge der gerichtlichen Anklage im sogenann­
ten Fall Achilli mit etlichen Erschwernissen zu kämpfen hatte, verteidigte Newman in seiner 
Abhandlung zwei Hauptideen der integralen universitären Bildung, die notwendig waren für 
welchen auch immer autonomen Anbruch des wissenschaftlichen Wissens wie auch für dessen 
Entfaltung. Mein Vorhaben hier heißt, diese zwei Aspekte auszulegen. Erstens fungiert hier das 
Wissen als Selbstzweck in seinem Verhältnis zum Lernen, und zweitens handelt es sich um seine 
Verteidigung der Position der Theologie (und der Religion) unter anderen Disziplinen innerhalb 
des Universitätscurriculums. Die zwei angegebenen Ideen sind als Schlüsselanmerkungen an 
eine weitaus bedeutendere Problematik angegliedert – hinsichtlich der Autonomie der Univer­
sitätsbildung sowie hinsichtlich des kollegialen Charakters des Wissens. Newmans origineller 
Diskurs repräsentiert eine Episode seiner uneingeschränkten Hingabe der Kollegialität des 
Bildungsprozesses. Da die Universität eine zivilisatorische Errungenschaft und keine Angele­





Nachdenken über die Bildung ein Meilenstein in der Änderung des universitären institutionellen 
Lebens sein. Die eigentliche Frage lautet nicht, wie viele Fächer in die Curricula einzubinden 
sind, um die Bildung als universal zu formen, sondern was für ein Konnex unter ihnen besteht. 
Mit einer anderen Betonung greift der Artikel die Geschehnisse aus der Entwicklung der euro­





John Henry Newman sur l’université : 
L’actualité d’un discours vieux de 160 ans
Résumé
Le fameux traité de Newman sur l’université, écrit au printemps 1852, était initialement un re­
cueil de conférences dédiées au plan fondateur d’une nouvelle université catholique de Dublin. 
Tout en éprouvant de grandes difficultés en raison d’accusations judiciaires dans le cas dit 
Achilli, Newman soutenait avec son traité deux idées majeures de l’enseignement universitaire 
intégral, nécessaires à tout commencement autonome d’une connaissance scientifique ainsi que 
du développement de celle­ci. Mon intention dans cet article est d’exposer ces deux aspects. 
Premièrement, la connaissance comme sa propre finalité et, deuxièmement, sa défense de la 
place de la théologie (et de la religion) parmi d’autres disciplines au sein des curriculums uni­
versitaires. Références clés, ces deux idées relèvent d’une question bien plus importante encore 
concernant l’autonomie de l’enseignement universitaire et le caractère collégial de la connais­
sance. Le discours initial de Newman est l’un des épisodes de son dévouement total à la collé­
gialité du processus d’enseignement. C’est parce que l’université est un acquis civilisationnel 
– et non pas une question de hiérarchie politique ou autre – que la réflexion sur l’enseignement 
pourrait (ou devrait) être le tournant du changement de la vie institutionnelle de l’université. 
La question n’est pas de savoir combien de matières faudrait­il inclure dans les curriculums 
afin de rendre l’enseignement universel, mais quelle est la relation entre elles. Avec un autre 
relief, l’article s’intéresse également à des événements dans le développement, ces dernières 
décennies, de l’université européenne.
Mots-clés:
autonomie,	collégialité,	enseignement,	systèmes	fonctionnels,	connaissance	libérale,	religion,	théolo-
gie,	université,	John	Henry	Newman
